, an edited volume of essays across the discipline written by global experts of the day. With considerable prescience, the then Director, Sir George Taylor wrote in Turrill (1959b) : "The massive contributions to taxonomy [by Kew] have tended to overshadow the more limited output from the Jodrell Laboratory … [for which] it is confidently expected that there will be early significant expansion in … [its] activities]. …Kew is proud of its long traditions of service to botanical science and horticulture and is confident in its power not only to maintain its high position but is poised to add further lustre to its reputation in the field of botanical research in its widest sense" (Taylor 1959) .
Over the subsequent 50 years, Kew's Jodrell Laboratory has indeed risen to international eminence alongside the Herbarium, Library, Art and Archives, and RBG, Kew was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 2003, according contemporary global recognition of its collections, gardens and scientific programmes -see the recent histories of Kew by Desmond (2006) and Paterson (2008) .
While the focus on the science of plant and fungal diversity and the sustainable use of plants continue to underpin the work of Kew, dramatic changes in the global environment precipitated a new focus on conservation over the past four decades. Professor Sir Ghillean Prance, Director of Kew from 1988 to 1999, provides in this issue an authoritative review of how this happened. The change of focus towards plant conservation was initiated under the visionary directorship of Professor Jack Heslop-Harrison (McDowell 1996; Desmond 2006; Gunning & Heslop-Harrison 2005) , and carried through by his successors and their staff and global partners to today's cutting edge projects, including the Millennium Seed Bank Partnership.
In recent years, Kew has formulated a new set of corporate strategies placed under the umbrella of the Breathing Planet Programme. This is a global partnership programme of existing activities which will be scaled up, resources willing, over the next decade with the aim of inspiring and delivering science-based plant and fungal conservation worldwide, enhancing the quality of life (Fig. 1) .
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Today, an assessment of global challenges and developments in plant conservation summarised in this volume is invaluable as humans face unprecedented global change. Global warming and the ongoing loss of biodiversity rank amongst the biggest issues humanity faces. Plant-based solutions undoubtedly will help contribute to seeing our way through to more sustainable lifestyles if we act in a timely and well-informed fashion. Kew and its global partners have a vital role to play in this regard. The papers herein elegantly exemplify the richness and depth of contemporary plant conservation.
The conference was opened by the UK's Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Environment Huw Irranca-Davies, and divided thereafter across six themes: plant conservation: policies and politics; frontiers of plant conservation technology; plant conservation and agriculture; plant conservation: management and restoration; plant conservation and human cultures; and plant conservation: what can we afford to lose? The papers in this issue represent the breadth and depth of the content of the conference, and are arranged more or less in the same sequence as the six conference themes.
At the conference it was my pleasure to award the inaugural RBG, Kew International Medal to Dr Peter Raven, President of the Missouri Botanical Garden (Fig. 2) . This was for his distinguished, internationallyrecognised work aligned with the mission of Kew. Dr Raven provided an inspiring address on plant conservation at the conference dinner. 
